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SOME NOTES ON 
PELARGONIUM MULTIRADIATUM Wendl. 


By PayMastTeR-CapTain T. M. Satter, R.N. (Retz). 


Several species of Pelargonium which have been included in the 
Flora Capensis, Vol. I, are only known from plants which have been cul- 
tivated in Europe. Among these is P. multivadiatum Wendl., which, 
according to Harvey who saw the living plant, was introduced to Europe 
in 1820. It is figured in Sweet’s Geraniaceae, t. 145, with a fairly full 
description, but beyond the fact that it came from the Cape, its exact 
habitat was not known. 

Since then there appears to be no authentic record of the occurrence 
of this species in the field (i.e. no wild specimens have been cited), but it 
is admittedly often very difficult to match plants as they grow wild in 
South Africa with those figured from hot-house specimens, for in many 
cases they have not grown naturally and are often inadequately des- 
cribed. 

I have recently found two small colonies of the Pelargonium (Salter 
8281) which is figured here, growing in sandy ground not far from the 
now dismantled railway station at Rugby, just beyond Paarden Island, 
about 4 miles from Cape Town, in a locality which at any rate at mid- 
summer would appear to be very unpromising from a botanical point of 
view, and I have little doubt that this plant is identical with the old P. 
multiradiatum Wendl., cultivated in Europe. 

The species is remarkable for the great size of the basal leaves which 
stand erect, rather in the manner of the fronds of Bracken (Pteris aqui- 
lina L.), the largest observed, growing amongst low bush, being just 
over 2 ft. high and 14 ft. broad. In robust specimens the primary pinnae 
are in pseudo-whorls of 3 to 4, rather than in pairs and all the leaves are 
less hairy than those described by Sweet. His statement that the leaves 
require support can be accounted for by the fact that the plant described 
was grown under unnatural conditions. The basal leaves wither rather 
suddenly as the annual flowering scape begins to develop. The cylin- 
drical tuber is also exceptionally large, one larger than that figured here 
being about 35 em. long and almost as thick as one’s wrist. 

A feature of interest in some of the species in the Section Polyactium, 
which does not appear to have been clearly pointed out, is the existence 
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Fic. 2. P. multiradiatum Wendl. 1, 1A. Flowering scape x }. 2. Flower cluster, showing the variation 
in the length of the nectariferous tube, natural size. (Salter 8281). Del. M. Walgate. 
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of a thick persisting perennial stem from which the basal leaves and 
annual flowering scape arise. Sweet’s figure does not show this character 
well and he states that the “ flower stalk arises from the crown of the 
plant.” In all the plants the upper leaves were small and insignificant, 
soon withering, and the largest number of flower-clusters on one scape 
was 13. 

A very distinctive character is the variation in the length of the 
nectariferous tube in relation to the pedicel in the same umbel of flowers. 
Normally the flowers have 5 fertile stamens and 5 short staminodes, but 
occasionally two of the staminodes bear small abortive anthers: the 
upper (broadest) filament is bent inwards and downwards but hardly 
sufficiently to conceal the anther as described. The petals are very 
dark purple (almost black) with a narrow dull yellow margin. It flowers 
in December and January. 

A leaf collected by Zeyher at Riet Vlei, i.e. in the same vicinity, and 
labelled by him as P. multiradiatum, which is in the Bolus Herbarium, 
evidently belongs to this species, as well as a plant grown for some years 
by Mr. N.S. Pillans (Pillans 8528) from a tuber obtained from the south 
east base of Blauberg, a few miles further northward. Bolus 8947, from 
Wupperthal in Clanwilliam Division, against which R. Knuth has 
written “ Pel. spec. nov. e sect. Polyactium ? ? vel var. nov. P. tristis ? ”, 
also seems to be this species. 

It seems possible, though I have not seen the specimen, that the 
plant in Herb. Sond., named by Harvey as P. triste Ait., var. y ? laxa- 
tum Harv., may be P. multiradiatum. 

A Pelargonium, Salter 7673, grown from a tuber obtained in open 
sandy ground near Klipheuvel, may be a minor variety of this species. 
The floral characters are identical, but the leaves are much smaller with 
more distant pinnae and very much narrower leaf-segments. A plant of 
unknown origin which has been growing for some years in the National 
Botanic Gardens at Kirstenbosch (Bolus. Herb. 22529) is very similar to 
this, but it differs in having paler flowers with wider yellow margins to 
the petals and the nectariferous tubes are all equal, reaching nearly to the 
base of the pedicels. 

Whether the Pelargonia of this series are rare is scarcely known for 
very little botanising has been done on the dry and uninviting flats around 
Cape Town at midsummer. 


